184                                                        Firebrand
We know nothing about Dostoevsky's sexual life before
his return to Russia. Was he frigid or passionate? Questioned
on this subject by Madame Kashina-Evreinova, Chukovsky
declared: "In my opinion it is absolutely certain that Nekra-
sov and Dostoevsky could not do without women even for
one week." But Dr. Yanovsky maintains, "I never heard him
say that he was passionately attracted by anyone, not even
that he merely loved a woman." And Riesenkamp writes in
his memoirs, "He was indifferent toward women, he almost
had an antipathy for them."
Actually Dostoevsky does not seem to have had a single
liaison before his marriage. His sexual instinct developed
quite late. This sickly, high-strung-and imaginative man ad-
mired women from a distance, feared them obscurely, per-
haps desired them, but reproached himself for desiring them.
The heroines of his first novels, except for Netochka, are
the pale and literary, bloodless creations of a man who had
never really loved. This strange repression, this pleasure in
confused situations, in attachments without a future, in
sensual denial, characterizes Dostoevsky's whole youth. Im-
patient by nature, he deliberately sought the torments of
waiting, chaste, he delighted in grazing the adorable danger
of sin. Like his heroes, he was willing to live for the im-
possible.
But the strange idyl between Feodor Mikhailovich and
Maria Dmitrievna reached its denouement earlier than he had
expected. Friends obtained for Isaev the position of as-
sistant at the court of Kuznetsk, a town situated some seven
hundred versts from Sernipalatinsk. This news, which made
a separation inevitable, broke Dostoevsky's heart.
"And she accepted, she did not protest, that is what re-
volts me!" he groaned. Despairing, furious, he walked around